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The Bellingham Whatcom County Housing Authority, 
commonly referred to as the BHA, manages the Housing 
Choice Voucher (HCV) program in Whatcom County. 


This guidebook highlights the material covered in the 
family briefing video that families are required to watch 
prior to being issued a voucher. It will be useful to 
reference: 


e Your responsibilities as a program participant 


The responsibilities of potential landlords 


The responsibilities of the Public Housing Authority, 
commonly referred to as a PHA, and 


How to navigate the process of renting a unit with your 
voucher, including your allowable rent price range 
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The 
contractual responsibilities 
under the HCV program are: 


PHA RESPONSIBILITIES 
The Bellingham Housing Authority must: 


Determine if you are eligible for the program 

Explain how the program works 

Issue your Voucher 

Approve the unit that you select prior to lease-up 
Make rental assistance payments to the landlord, and 
Ensure that families and landlords follow the program 
rules 


LANDLORD RESPONSIBILITIES 
Participating landlords must: 


Determine your suitability as a renter 

Comply with fair housing laws 

Maintain the unit according to HUD’s Housing Quality 
Standards (HQS) 

Enforce the rental agreement (also called the lease) 
Collect your portion of the rent, and 

Abide by the terms of the lease, the Housing 
Assistance Payment Contract (commonly referred to 
as the HAP Contract), and the Tenancy Addendum 


TENANT RESPONSIBILITIES 
As a program participant, you will be required to: 


Find a home that is appropriate for your family 
Respect and follow the terms of your landlord's lease 
Take good care of the rental unit, and 

Comply with the Family Obligations of the HCV 
program, and follow the PHA's rules 


BELLINGHAM HOUSING AUTHORITY 


VOUCHER 


Your Voucher gives you the authorization to start searching fora 
unit. 


UNIT SIZE 


The voucher’s Unit Size identifies your subsidy standard. Each 
PHA has its own subsidy standards for determining the 
maximum subsidy allowed fora family. 


HOW IS THE BEDROOM SIZE ON YOUR VOUCHER 
DETERMINED? 


The BHA assigns one bedroom for each two persons within the 

household. Exceptions to this are: 

e The head of household shares a room only witha spouse or 
cohead 

e Persons of the opposite sex have their own room, unless they 
are under the age of six 

e A live-in aide gets their own room 


UNIT SIZE VS VOUCHER SIZE 

If the unit you choose has a different number of bedrooms 

than the Unit Size on the voucher, the PHA will subsidize at 

the lower of the two numbers. For example, say you have a 

Unit Size of three: 

e If you choose a four-bedroom unit then you would receive 
assistance based on three bedrooms, not four 

e Ifyou choose a two-bedroom unit you would receive 
assistance based on two bedrooms, not three 


SUBSIDY STANDARD EXCEPTIONS 


Subsidy Standard exceptions may be considered for reasons 

relatedto: 

° Age 

° Sex 

e Health 

e Handicap, or 

e Relationship of family members or other personal 
circumstances. 

Requests for a larger family Unit Size must be submitted in writing 

and must include an explanation of the need as well as appropriate 

documentation. 
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TERMINATION FROM THE HCV PROGRAM 
Your rental assistance can be terminated for violating any of the 
Family Obligations we just covered. Some of the most common 
reasons forterminations are: 
e Notsubmitting annual recertification information 

Failingto complete an annual inspection 

e Unauthorized occupants 

e Drug or criminal activity 

e Noresponse to PHA requests for information 

Being evicted fromthe unit, and 

Failure to report changes in income or family composition in 

writing within 14 days 

INFORMAL HEARINGS 
Program participants may request an informal hearing if they wish 
to dispute the termination of their assistance. Some decisions, such 
as denial to add occupants, are also subject to an informal hearing. 


The participant will be given two opportunities to meet with 
a hearing officer and may provide evidence about the case 
to appeal the decision. 


Hearing requests must be submitted in writing no later than 14 
calendar days from the date on the decision or termination notice. 


WHERE TO LOOK 
It’s up to you to find your new home, and you may search 
anywhere within Whatcom County. The areas within the BHA's 
jurisdiction are: 


° Bellingham e Nooksack 
e Ferndale e Acme 
e BirchBay/Blaine ° Sudden Valley 
e Lynden e MapleFalls 
e Deming e Custer 
e Everson * Glacier 
e Kendall 


WHAT TO LOOK FOR 
The unit must meet these requirements: 
e Rent plus utilities must be affordable for you based on your 
¡income 
e Itmust pass a Housing Quality Standards (HQS) inspection 
e Rent must be reasonable for the type, size, and condition of the 
unit 
e The owner must be willing to participate in the program 
You may choose to live in your current unit if it qualifies under the 
program rules. Please note thatthe BHA does not provide 
assistance with application fees, security deposits, or locating 
available units. 
INSPECTION CRITERIA 
The inspector will be looking to make sure your unit is decent, 
safe, and habitable. Things that commonly cause an inspection to 
fail are: 
e Missing or non-functioning smoke and CO2 detectors 
Inadequate entrances and exits - including fire escapes 
Fire hazards - including exposed wires 
Plumbing and roof leaks 
Broken furnace or water heater 
Garbage, rodents, or other unsanitary conditions 
Broken windows and locks 
Rotten decks and handrails 
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VOUCHER SUSPENSION 


OOO 
| 


WHEN WILL | KNOW HOW MUCH MY RENT WLL BE? 


Your portion of the rent is based on a number of factors: 
e Your family’s annual income 

e Your family composition 

e The amount of rent the landlord is asking for the unit 

e The size of the unit 

e The current payment standard 

e Your utility responsibility, and 

e The type of unit you choose 
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INITIAL INSPECTION 
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SIGNING THE LEASE 


Once the unit is approved by the PHA you may sign the 
lease and move in. The lease must indicate: 


e Names of the owner and tenant 

e Unit address 

e Lease term 

e Monthly rent amount, and 

e What utilities are provided and who is responsible for 
paying them 


The landlord and the PHA then enter into a HAP contract, 
which completes the leasing process and authorizes the 
PHA to make monthly subsidy payments. 


Failure to pay your share of the rent may result in eviction 
and loss of housing assistance. 
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DETERMINING ANNUAL INCOME 


The firststep in calculating your rent is determining your annual 
income. Annual income isthe fullamountof all sources ofincome 
received by all family members. Examples include: 


Employment, public assistance (TANF, SSP, GAU), unemployment, 
pensions, child support, net income from a business, SSI/SSA/SSDI, 
worker’s compensation, annuities, interest or income from assets, 
regular contributions/gifts, disability, alimony, military pay, VA housing 
subsidy, net income from real/personal property, tribal payments, 
financial aid 


Applicants and participants areresponsible for reporting all sources of 
household income, even though some types of income are excluded. 


e Disability Assistance Expenses: Medical expenses exceeding 3% of 
annual income may be deducted ifthey make it possiblefor any 
family member to work. 

Childcare Expenses: Childcare costs applicable to children 12 or 
younger will be deducted if they enable a family member to work, 
look for work, or attend school. 
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PAYMENT STANDARDS 
Payment Standards are used to determine the HAP 
(Housing Assistance Payment) for a household, which is 
then used to calculate a unit’s affordability and the family's 
share of the rent. 


Payment Standards are based on HUD published Fair 
Market Rents, or FMRs, for Whatcom County and are 
updated annually. 


The current schedule in your briefing materials is broken 
down by bedroom size andis meant to correspond with 
the Unit Size on your voucher. 


UTILITY ALLOWANCE 
The Utility Allowance is the PHA's estimate of average 
monthly utility expenses based on your unit size, type of 
structure, and type of utilities. 


The utility allowance chart is broken down by bedroom size, 
utility type, and in some cases, location, and it is used to 
calculate the utility allowance once a unit has been located. 
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UTILITY REMIEURSEMENT PAYMENTS 
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RENT CALCULATION 
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AFFORDABILITY 


HUD wants you to findhousingthat is affordable for you, soit will not 
allowyou to pay more than 40% of your adjusted income towards rent 
and utilities upon lease-up. 


A unitin this pricerange would be considered “unaffordable” for your 
family and cannot be approved. 
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ANNUAL INSPECTIONS OF THE UNIT 
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Inspections are done to ensure that your unit remains 
safe, healthy, and comfortable. 
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ANNUAL RECERTIFICATION 


| 


You will receive notification to provide information for this 
process, and your rent might be adjusted at this time due to 
changes in income, household composition, payment 
standards, or utility allowance. 


You and your landlord will typically be notified of any 
changes at least 30 days prior to the effective date of 
change. 
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CHANGES TO INCOME OR FAMILY COM POSITION 


You must report changes in income and family 
composition in writing within 14 calendar days of date 
the change becomes known. 


If the change results in a decrease to your rent, the 
change will take effect the first of the following month 
in which it was reported. 


If the change results in anincrease to your rent, you 
and your landlord will generally receive at least 30 days' 
notice of the increase. 


Failure to report changes within the reporting 
requirements may result in overpaid assistance that will 
need to be repaid to the BHA and can possibly lead to 
termination of assistance. 


ADDING AND REMOVING FAMILY MEMBERS 
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